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For the BEST PRICES in town, 
see our

ADVERTISING CIRCULAR

NEW SALE DATES: WEDNESDAY-TUESDAY...EVERY WEEK!!!Fresh (never frozen) / Bone-In / Family Pack

chicken thighs

QualIty Foods shoppIng Center, CornelIa

Special of 
the Week

INSIDE 
TODAY!

THE BEST OF RABUN COUNTY
Readers’ Choice Awards

By Wayne Knuckles
The Clayton Tribune

CLAYTON—Two 
Lakemont brothers pled 
guilty Monday to charges 
stemming from a 2017 in-
cident where they chased 
a vehicle and caused it to 
wreck, resulting in the 
death of one man and 
serious injuries to two 
others.

The wreck occurred on 
July 14, 2017 on East Wolf 
Creek Road.

Jesse 
Reeves 
Smith 
and 
James 
Cody 
Smith, 
both 
age 23, 
became 
in-
volved 
in a car 
chase 

following an incident 
where five people trav-

eled 
to the 
Smith 
resi-
dence to 
address 
an earli-
er event 
that oc-
curred 
between 
the 
brothers 
and an-

other individual, accord-
ing to George Christian, 

District Attorney for 
the Mountain Judicial 
Circuit.

Christian said the 
evidence indicated the 
Smith brothers were 
chasing the group, with 
Jesse Smith driving and 
James Cody Smith a pas-
senger, repeatedly ram-
ming the other vehicle 
and ultimately causing it 
to overturn.

Wayne Turpin, a 
resident of South Car-
olina, was killed in the 

incident. Kurtis Coates, a 
Rabun County resident, 
and the remaining occu-
pants of the vehicle were 
seriously injured.

James Reeves Smith 
pled guilty to homicide 
by motor vehicle and four 
counts of serious injury 
by motor vehicle.

James Cody Smith pled 
guilty to homicide by 
motor vehicle. He entered 
an Alford plea to the 
charges, meaning he pled 
guilty based upon the 

facts and the likelihood 
of the case resulting in a 
guilty verdict if it pro-
ceeded to trial, Christian 
said.

Superior Court Judge 
Russell W. Smith, no re-
lation to the defendants, 
heard testimony from 
family members of the 
victims about how the 
wreck, death and serious 
injuries impacted and 
continue to impact their 

Brothers sentenced in vehicular homicide case

J.R. SMITH J.C. SMITH

Please see HOMICIDE, A8

Tractor-trailer overturns at Tallulah Falls

By Megan Broome
The Clayton Tribune

TALLULAH FALLS— The 
driver of a 2007 Freightliner 
tractor trailer was charged with 
too fast for conditions and failure 
to maintain lane after the trailer 
overturned on Highway 441 at 
Main St. in Tallulah Falls at 3:49 
p.m. on Monday.

Manuel Volcan, 60, of North 
Miami, Fl. failed to maintain his 
lane while negotiating a curve 
when traveling south in the right 
lane of Ga. 15. 

The Freightliner traveled into 
the left lane and then the turning 
lane of Ga. 15 and overturned on 
its left side. It continued to travel 
south on its left side and the vehi-

cle’s trailer struck a curb on the 
east roadside of Ga. 15. 

The vehicle came to a stop 
facing west on its left side block-
ing the northbound lanes, the 
turning lane, and the left lane of 
Ga. 15 southbound. 

Volcan was taken to Habersh-
am County Medical Center with 
suspected injuries. 

Megan Broome/The Clayton Tribune
A tractor-trailer overturned on Highway 441 in Tallulah Falls Monday.

Driver charged with going too fast for conditions

By Wayne Knuckles
The Clayton Tribune

CLAYTON—The 
Rabun County Sheriff’s 
Department will benefit 
from the continuation 
of the one percent sales 
tax to the tune of about 
$5 million as projected 
by the upcoming Special 
Local Option Sales Tax 
(SPLOST) referendum 
March 19.

If voters approve the 
next SPLOST, about $4 
million of the proceeds 

will go toward expanding 
the 96-bed county jail, 
with an additional $1 mil-
lion earmarked for a new 
sheriff’s office facility to 
be relocated to a site near 
the jail facility off Bowen 
Creek Road.

Sheriff Chad Nichols 
said both projects are 
needed to meet both state 
and federal requirements 
and the need for efficient 
law enforcement in the 
county.

“As sheriff, I wouldn’t 

approach the county if I 
didn’t see these as ‘needs’ 
versus ‘wants’,” Nich-
ols said last week. “We 
may have a list of wants, 
but until we can get the 
needs taken care of, we’ll 
have to worry about the 
wants later.”

While the jail is rel-
atively new in terms of 
its useful lifespan, more 
space is needed for a 
variety of reasons.

Jail expansion is a critical 
need, sheriff says

Citizens frustrated by 
lack of communication

Please see JAIL, A9

By Wayne Knuckles
The Clayton Tribune

CLAYTON—Commu-
nication between elect-
ed and appointed local 
officials and the citizens 
they serve is the key to 
good government, say 
representatives of the 
Rabun County Coalition 
For Good Government.

And it’s the lack of 
communication that has 
the non-partisan group 
of concerned citizens 
frustrated to the point 

they’re considering ask-
ing voters to give the up-
coming Special Purpose 
Local Option Sales Tax 
referendum a big thumbs 
down.

 “The cities and the 
county don’t communi-
cate with each other well, 
and they don’t commu-
nicate with the public 
well” said Bill Stueck, a 
Democrat and member of 
the coalition

“As a whole, our group 
is undecided (on a new 

SPLOST),” added Car-
olee Williams, a Rabun 
County Republican. 
“We’re optimistic that 
things can change, but 
we want to see the com-
munication. That, to us, 
is the biggest thing we’re 
upset about. We’re all 
here because we want the 
community to be success-
ful. And (local govern-
ment officials) take it as a 
personal affront to them, 

Please see SPLOST, A9

Clayton council
votes 3-2 to hire
consultant group

By Megan Broome 
Staff Writer

CLAYTON—The Clayton City Council approved a 
motion to use TSW Group for creating a master plan 
for the City of Clayton Tuesday. 

The group presented a proposal for purposes of 
master planning at about $48,000. 

Council member Elizabeth Chapman said some of 
the council members did not get an opportunity to 
meet with TSW Group and that the policy of the coun-
cil is to get three bids if the amount is over $1,000. 

“I think we should honor our policy of getting 3 bids 
and see if we can negotiate the price of it,” said Chap-
man. She proposed tabling the item until they have 
a chance to meet and consider other bids and price 
negotiations. 

Mayor Jordan Green said that he has given a report 
from TSW to all of the council members and that they 

By Megan Broome
Staff Writer

RABUN GAP— The Development Authority of 
Rabun County (DARC) gave updates on the budget, as 
well as activities both pending and completed at their 
meeting recently. 

The financial and marketing reports were also giv-
en at the meeting. 

The DARC total account balance as of Jan. 31 was 
just over $2 million. The balance increased by just 
over $65,000 from Dec.31. This includes a reserve 
account and other expense accounts, including the 

DARC gives budget update
Please see CLAYTON, A2

Please see DARC, A8
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JOIN THE 
2020 CENSUS TEAM

APPLY ONLINE!
2020 census.gov/jobs

2020 Census jobs provide:

Great pay

Flexible hours

Paid mileage

Paid training

For more information or help applying, please call

1-855-JOB-2020

Federal Relay Service:

1-800-877-8339 TTY/ASCII

www.gsa.gov/fedrelay

The U.S. Census Bureau is an Equal Opportunity Employer.

The League of Women Voters of Rabun County and 
The Clayton Tribune will host a public forum on the 
upcoming Special Purpose Local Option Sales Tax 
(SPLOST) February 28 at the Rabun County Court-
house at 6:30 p.m.

Representatives from county and municipal gov-
ernments, as well as other interested parties, have 
been invited to discuss the upcoming SPLOST vote on 
March 21.

A SPLOST is special-purpose local-option sales tax 
used as a financing method for funding capital outlay 
projects. It is an optional one-percent sales tax levied 
by any county for the purpose of funding the building 
of parks, schools, roads, and other public facilities.

Wayne Knuckles/The Clayton Tribune
An additional 60 beds will be added to the Rabun County Jail from SPLOST funds if voters approve a continuation of the one percent sales 
tax next month.

As far as the sher-
iff’s office, Nichols said 
there are moisture and 
plumbing issues as well 
as a lack of space. The 
office has been located 
in the courthouse in 
Clayton for many years, 
but Nichols said the time 
has come to consolidate 
services at a new facility 
that will also be close to 
the jail.

A 2018 report by the 
Georgia Sheriff’s As-
sociation indicates the 
county will eventually 
need 240 beds to meet 
projected inmate needs 
through 2040.

Nichols said the 
SPLOST, if approved, 
would only provide 
funding for about 60 of 
the needed beds, but it’s a 
good start.

“It’s a great facility,” 
Nichols said of the cur-
rent jail facility, which 
was first populated in 
2005. “The commis-
sioners at the time, and 
Sheriff (Don) Page had 
the vision to cast ahead 
to make this jail where 
it would be easy to add 
on to. Here we are 13-14 
years later, and we’re 
looking at having to 
expand. We’re at the 
point we’re running over 
capacity a little bit.”

Nichols said several 
factors have created the 
need for a jail expansion, 
but housing out-of-coun-
ty prisoners is not one of 
them.

“Every inmate we have 
is a Rabun County in-
mate,” he said. “We have 
probably a handful of 
other county’s inmates, 
but what we’ve done is 
switch one of ours for one 
of theirs.”

Nichols said when the 
current jail was first 

built, there was excess 
capacity to house in-
mates from outside the 
county.

“I don’t know what the 
statistics would be, but 
the county at one time 
was making good money 
off that,” he said. “But 
after the first five years, 
other counties started 
building their new jails.”

Nichols said a new 
crime classification 
system implemented a 
couple of years ago, is 
playing a big part in the 
need for expansion.

“Some people told us 
(the current jail) would 
last us 20-30 years,” he 
said. “But several years 
ago, Gov. Deal did the 
criminal justice reform. 
That rescheduled a 
bunch of crimes, where 
what would have went to 
prison before, and been 
out of our county jail, are 
not being sent to prison, 
and are being dealt with 
at the county jail.

He used shoplifting as 
an example.

“Back before flat 
screen televisions got 
affordable, you could 
steal one and get a felony, 
and you would be going 
off to prison. Now you 
can take two or three flat 
screen tv’s and you’ll be 
sentenced to (county) jail. 
A lot of those laws that 
were once considered a 
felony are now misde-
meanors.”

Another factor is the 
increase in the number of 
females being arrested.

“It still shocks me, 
when I used to work at 
the jail (when it was lo-
cated at the courthouse), 
we might have had two or 
four (female) inmates at 
the most,” Nichols said. 
“We have a little over 30 
right now. We only had 
one pod of females for the 
longest time. We’ve ac-
tually had to house some 
of the male inmates out 
and we’ve had to make 

two pods for females. 
That was really where we 
were struggling to meet 
the standards, because 
we had so many, but we 
only had one pod.”

Nichols said his ad-
ministration might also 
be contributing to the 
shortage of bed space at 
the jail.

“A lot of people say the 
sheriff is really hard on 
drugs and that’s why, 
but the last two years 
of the former sheriff, 
(the jail population) was 
knocking on the door of 
the mid-90s. I think that 
trend was already start-
ing. I probably pushed 
it a little harder, but we 
were trending in that 
direction.”

The current jail was 
built so individual 
“pods” could be added to 
it at a later date.

“The existing kitchen, 
our laundry, our booking 
area, they’re saying we 
won’t have to add that 
in the new part. What 
we’re adding can sustain 
itself.”

Nichols said the pro-
posed expansion would 
add four pods with about 
60 beds total and one rec 
room.

“To get (our project-
ed need for beds) about 
halfway, I think is a 
good start,” he added. 
“Ten years from now, 
if they have to add on 
again, it shouldn’t be 
a problem. And if we 
get to a point we’re not 
using a pod, we’re not 
using two pods, we can 
cut the power and water 
off to them by flipping a 
switch.”

As for a new sheriff’s 
office, Nichols said his 
department has been 
housed in the basement 
of the courthouse since 
the late 1960’s, and the 
jail was also housed 
there before it was 
eventually moved to its 
current location.

“A building this age 
has its issues, and of 
course the sheriff’s of-
fice has grown,” Nichols 
said. “We’ve outgrown 
where we are now. We’re 
split up on different lev-
els, and we’re away from 
the jail. As the sheriff, 
I’d like to be closer to the 
jail than what we are. 
We just feel so discon-
nected from the jail with 
them out there and we 
being downtown.”

The current office 
space also has a number 
of structural issues, 
according to Nichols.

“We have leaky ceil-
ing, leaky floors,” he 
said. “We have one room 
with mold issues. Sev-
eral of the investigators 
started getting sick with 
respiratory problems. 
We just need more room. 
And it would be nice to 
all be together on one 
level, the investigators 
and the deputies. With 
all the training we do, 
we really don’t have a 
room that can accommo-
date all of us.”

Nichols said the 
funds generated by the 
SPLOST are needed to 
upgrade both facilities. 
Otherwise, the entire 
cost of the projects could 
potentially be shoul-
dered by Rabun County 
taxpayers alone.

“Both of them could 
be built off this SPLOST 
tax, and keep the burden 
off the taxpayers,” he 
said. “I don’t want my 
taxes going up, either. I 
just encourage everyone, 
for the sake of the sher-
iff’s office, to vote yes 
on SPLOST, and if you 
have any questions or 
concerns, please reach 
out to me. Look at the 
jail study, see the needs 
and how everything was 
calculated, and make an 
informed decision that 
the SPLOST is probably 
the best way to fund 
these needs.” 

JAIL
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that they’re not doing 
their job so we’re on their 
back. No. We just want to 
make sure everything is 
successful. We go to the 
meetings and we can’t 
even hear them. They 
won’t use their micro-
phones and they don’t put 
anything on the board.”

“In theory, we’re in fa-
vor of it,” Stueck said. “In 
fact, none of us have ever 
voted against a SPLOST 
in our lives. But we feel 
the way SPLOST is being 
handled is a symptom of 
a much larger problem, 
which also relates to SDS 
and the water and sewer 
stalemate.”

They say a lack of 
communication about 
the upcoming SPLOST 
projects and how the 
funds generated by the 
continuation of a one-
cent sales tax will be 
used to benefit taxpayers 
is so glaring that voters 
might want to reject the 
proposed SPLOST for 
now as a wake-up call for 
local government.

“If you look at the 
ballot, it’s the most basic, 
generic information 
that tells you nothing,” 
Williams said. “The 
average voter won’t know 
what they’re voting on, 
unless they take it upon 
themselves to look it up. 
It’s a little tough to get 
that information. I think 
they should have either 
published it or in their 
last meeting, put up a vi-
sual saying ‘here’s where 
we’re at, and this is why 
we need the jail and 
this is why we need the 
sheriff’s office’ and break 
it down.”

“It seems to me effec-
tive government is just 
as if you are running a 
business, you have to 
establish priorities,” 
Stueck said. “We want 
to know, why $4 million 
for a jail? Why a million 
dollars for a new sheriff’s 
office, when we have a 
lot of road issues, when 
we have water and sewer 
issues, and other stuff? 
We want to see what their 
logic is in why they chose 
these items and why they 
chose this amount of 
money. For example, my 
inclination is to say yes, 
there probably is a need 
for a jail expansion. But 
why $4 million instead of 
$2 million?”

“Our streets and 
sidewalks are crumbling 
around us,” Williams 
said. “We just need to 
understand their logic, 
their thinking, on what 
the priorities are.”

Stueck said the burden 
is on elected and appoint-
ed officials, not citizens 
groups, to effectively 
communicate about 
SPLOST projects.

“Citizens have busy 
lives,” he said. “They 
have families. They have 

jobs, they have all kinds 
of pressures. Govern-
ment has to make it easy. 
Now the government will 
come back and say, ‘well, 
we had a public meeting 
and it was announced 
in the newspaper. How 
many people attended 
the public meeting?’ 
Okay, fair point. But is 
that all you’re going to 
do? You’ve got to be more 
proactive if you’re going 
to be sensitive to how 
busy citizens are and how 
little time they can really 
afford to spend on these 
issues. You’ve got to be 
proactive in figuring out 
better ways to communi-
cate.”

Williams said come 
communities have im-
plemented an oversight 
committee that includes 
ordinary citizens to 
serve as a watchdog, “a 
SPLOST advisory board, 
or whatever you want to 
call it.”

“A citizens group that 
would be appointed by 
elected officials,” Stueck 
added. “They would mon-
itor the expenditures and 
how the expenditures 
correlate with what they 
said in the SPLOST, and 
communicate that with 
the public. The Alliance 
folks have done a little 
bit of research. There are 
other counties that are 
doing this kind of thing. 
And we think that’s a 
great idea.”

The group feels the 
upcoming Feb. 28 public 
forum on SPLOST at the 
courthouse is a positive 
step in the right direction 
toward better communi-
cation.

Representatives from 
county government and 
each of the municipali-
ties have been invited to 
attend and answer ques-
tions about the proposed 
projects the upcoming 
SPLOST will fund.

“This forum, I think, 
is imperative,” Williams 
said. “Anybody that 
wants any information 
(on SPLOST), this will 
determine, I think, the 
yes or no vote. An in-
formed citizen will see 
that they need the money, 
or they will see that these 
people don’t have their 
act together. How do we 
know they won’t go off 
on a tangent and spend 
money for something it’s 
not appropriated for?”

“You need forums 
like this because people 
don’t have a lot of time,” 
Stueck said. “Nothing 
is perfect, but this is as 
close, I think, to some-
thing you can realisti-
cally expect citizens to 
attend to help them make 
up their minds.”

“We want them to suc-
ceed,” Williams added. 
“We don’t want them to 
fail. We know there is 
money that needs to go 
into specific projects. 
But where are their 
priorities? They need to 
work on their communi-
cation.”

Officials invited to 
take part in SPLOST 
forum Feb. 28

SPLOST
n CONTINUED FROM PAGE A1

On March 19, Rabun 
County voters will go to the 
polls to decide whether or 
not to approve a $20 million 
Special Purpose Local Op-
tion Tax (SPLOST) for a peri-
od of six years to fund public 
projects in both the county 
and each municipality.

Early voting begins Feb. 
25.

According to the inter-
governmental agreement 
between all local govern-
ments, the money will be 
distributed as follows:

County Projects:  $15.5 
million

County Projects
Sheriff’s Building: $1 

million
Administration/Court-

house: $3 million
Jail: $4 million
Water and Sewer: $5 

million
Roads and bridges: $2.5 

million
Clayton Projects
Roads and Streets: $1.5 

million
Water and Sewer Improve-

ments: $500,000
City Hall Maintenance 

and Repair: $240, 000
Public Safety: $60,000
Total: $2.3 million
Dillard Projects
Roads and Bridges: 

$170,000
Water and Sewer Improve-

ments: $170,000
City Complex Renova-

tions: $100,000

Total: $440,000
Sky Valley Projects
Buildings: $50,000
Equipment: $100,000
Roads and Streets: 

$240,000
Total: $390,000
Mountain City Projects
City Complex Renova-

tions: $310,000
Roads and Bridges: 

$250,000
Public Safety: $90,000
Total: $650,000
Tiger Projects
Roads and Bridges: 

$350,000
Parks and Recreation: 

$150,000
Total: $500,000
Tallulah Falls Projects
Water and Sewer Improve-

ments: $120,000
Roads and Bridges: $50,000
Public Buildings: $50,000
Total: $220,000

Projects to be funded by upcoming SPLOST

Beginning in March, 
UGA Cooperative Exten-
sion will be offering a Mas-
ter Gardener Certification 
Course at the Habersham 
County Extension Office in 
Clarkesville, GA to recruit 
volunteers for our Head-
waters Master Gardener 
group.  The Headwaters 
group features volunteers 
from Habersham, White, 
Rabun, and Stephens 
counties.  This is a 12-week 
program hosted at the 
Habersham County Ex-
tension office on Tuesday 
mornings from 8:30-noon.  

Each week you’ll receive 
instruction from UGA Ex-
tension Specialists, County 
Agents, and Master 
Gardeners on a variety of 
topics. All interns accept-
ed to the program must 
complete a background 
screening to become a 
volunteer with UGA.  

 If you would like to sign 
up, or if you have addition-
al questions, please email 
stevep@uga.edu.  The 
course runs from 3/5 to 
5/28 on Tuesdays from 8:30 
– noon.

Master Gardern class begins in March

http://www.gsa.gov/fedrelay
mailto:stevep@uga.edu



